If there is one thing more than another that a colonist who returns to England notices, it is the vast system of charity which prevails at home. He walks by a huge hospital, with walls and columns towering into the air, until the roof is hidden in smoke and mist, and he reads the announcement, " Supported by voluntary contributions." Every newspaper he picks up contains some reference to the wills and bequests of departed philanthropists, who have left portions of their worldly goods, now no longer needed by them, to institutions of a charitable nature. And if he chooses to make a few inquiries, or read the pamphlets which these institutions publish, he will find column upon colamn of acknowledgments, and receipts to the value of thousands?tens of thousands of pounds. The conclusion which his mind arrives at is that England is a land of charity : there is no alternative. And, as I have remarked, this is, to the thinking traveller, perhaps the most noticeable feature of the motherland.
In those young countries which are striving to establish themselves in the world of states, charity in this form is little known.
There are hospitals, it is true, but they could almost be reckoned on the fingers. Benevolence, no doubt, exists, but it consists rather of private acts and little kindnesses done by man to man. A family deprived suddenly of its breadwinner looks for assistance to those immediately surrounding it, and is duly provided for. It is not thrown upon the rates or driven to seek relief from a particular organisation founded for the purpose. And this is because (1), there is a scarcity of population, and (2), less real distress. The multiplicity of souls in London is so huge that an individual is sunk in the ocean of humanity which surrounds him.
He may plead for a crust in the streets and be passed by thousands, who neither heed his cry or answer it. He may wander past a dozen homes or asylums and yet not be able to establish his claim for admittance in one of them.
A little too sick for some, and not ill enough for others, he may enter upon the last long journey while trying to accomplish one of a merely mundane nature. All this is obvious enough. Vast as are the systems of relief, and immense though the sums may be that are yearly set apart for charity, they can never be quite sufficient it must be feared. Still they achieve very great results, and the land has a distinct claim to be called a land of charity.
The Australias have their poor and their sick, and it may be that the aid of the good Samaritan will some day be fully needed ; but at present this is not the case. Yes, though it contains many poor, many sick, many sad and sorry, England is a land of charity. That is its great, distinguishing, its crowning feature.
